DISAPPROVING OSHA'S ERGONOMIC STANDARD
To the Editor:
On April 26, 2001, Secretary of Labor Elaine Chao discussed the rationale behind the Bush Administration's recent decision to sign the joint resolution of Congress disapproving Occupational Safety and Health Administration's [OSHA] ergonomic standard. In her testimony before the Subcommittee, Secretary Chao emphasized the burden that the standard would have imposed on small businesses, noting that small business owners faced with the entire 600 pages of supporting documents were understandabl y frightened. Small business owners lack the legal resources to understand what is required to comply with complex regulations (U.S. Department of Labor. OSHA. 2(01).
In choosing to emphasize the regulatory requirements of the standard, Secretary Chao missed an opportunity to balance her testimony with data addressing health risks to workers (rather than owners) employed in small companies.Some of these data include: • The highest injury/illness rate occurs in companies of 50 to 249 employees, compared with companies that are larger or smaller (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2001).The rate of 8.0 injury/illness for companies of 50 to 249 workers compares with a rate of 2.4 for companies of 1 to 10 workers, and 7.3 for companies with 1,000 or more workers (rate = per 100 workers, 1999 data, the most recent year available) (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2(01 ).
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• Preliminary evidence from Butterfield ( 1999) supports the hypothesis that workers in small companies (100 or fewer workers) have greater days of work related absenteeism following a low back injury compared with those employed in larger companies . In a review of 933 Oregon workers, work related absenteeism following a low back injury averaged 56 days for workers employed in small companies , compared with 32 days for workers employed in larger companies (t test = 2.31, p = .02) (Butterfield, 1999) . Related findings from this study provided evidence that the physical demands of the work (e.g., lifting, pushing, driving) were significantly greater for workers in small versus large companie s (X 2 = 13.51, p = .004) (Butterfield , 1999) .
In many small companies, injured workers face fewer options and greater impediments to recovery than their counterparts in larger companies. In small towns throughout the nation, there are only a few employers in each town and an injured worker may be left with few or no choices for employment in a less demanding job.
In light of the current Administration's decision to disapprove the OSHA standard, there is a need for national leadership to move ahead and draft new legislation to support ergonomic standards in the workplace. The short term difficulties of implementing ergonomic changes on the job need to be considered in light of the long term benefits of such changes for current and future generations of workers. Secretary Chao is to be applauded for recognizing the needs of small businesses in preventing and reducing repetitive strain injuries in the workplace. However, in considering the context of any proposed legislation, it is important to give equal consideration to workers employed in small companies as well as the owners of such establishments.
